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Ethics of Identity—A Rhetorical Narrative Inquiry of The English Patient
MA Yan

( Nanjing University of Information Science and Technology, Nanjing 210044, China )

Abstract: Regarding narrative form as a rhetorical means, rhetorical narrative
theory emphasizes the multilayered communication among authorial agency, textual
phenomena and reader response, and develops an effective analytical framework
for narrative interpretation. A rhetorical narrative inquiry of The English Patient
sheds light on the way the text guides readers’ narrative judgments and reconstructs
its own ethics of identity. In terms of narrative structure, the text constructs its
narrative trajectory moving in two directions temporally, juxtaposing the discussion
of “personal identity” and “social identity” against the backdrop of World War II.
The mystery of the identity of the patient and different conceptions of “identity” both
serve as narrative dynamics to promote the progression of the narration, expanding
readers’ multi-dimensional judgments about identity. In terms of narrative devices,
the novel adjusts narrative distance by adopting “lyricality” and “portrait”, coupled
with multiplicity of narrative frequency and points of view, thus inviting readers
to understand and even identify with the main character’s ethics of identity. While
suggesting its limitation of being too idealistic and in turn revealing the gap between
the character’s ethics of identity and the implied author’s, the novel finally establishes
its own ethics of reconciliation.

Keywords: narrative devices; narrative judgment; identity
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